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(54) Title: AUTOMATED CREDIT CARD PAYMENT SYSTEM 
(57) Abstract 



An automated payment system, is provided 
which cnnpaxes a payee's (70) customer informa- 
tion (76) with a omsolidated mastn* list of credit 
card accounts having account numbers. The con- 
solidated database contams credit card account in- 
formation (57) frran multiple credit card issuns. 
The system allows the selection, of a particular 
credit card account to use when several credit 
cards are located for a customer. Credit card ac- 
count information matching die customer is en- 
crypted (53) and provided to die payee. The cus- 
tomer audiOTizes payment from its credit card ac- 
count, which is provided in encrypted form, and 
thus does not have to provide tiie informatian it- 
self, the payee collects die invoices or subscrip- 
tion offers widi die payment audiorizatioa and sub- 
mits it to a service bureau which decrypts die 
credit card account number and processes payment 
from that customer's account to the payee. 



Credit Card 




Credit Card 


Issueri 




Issuers 


Credit 


660 


Credit 


Card Info 




Card Info 



601 



66t 



Credit Card 
IssuefM 



Credit 
Card bifo 



60n- 



ZJ 



66n 



r-68 



>S0 



Database 

Consolidation 
and Sorting 



I 



55 



Mailer Credit 
Cardl^attbase 

3|5 



Identifier 
Matching and 
Selecting 



I 



I EnpypUon 



Son 




FOR THE PURPOSES OF INFORMATION ONLY 



Codes used to identify States party to the PCT od the front pages of pamphlets publishing intematkmal ai^lications under the PCT. 



AL 


Albania 


ES 


Spain 


LS 


Lesotho 


SI 


Stovenia 


AM 


Axxnenia 


n 


Finland 


LT 


Irfthia"*?! 


SK 


Sbvakia 


AT 


Aastria 


FR 


Fr&DCc 


LU 


LttxemtxHiig 


SN 


Senegal 


AU 


Australia 


GA 


Gabon 


LV 


Lttvia 


sz 


Swaziland 


AZ 


Azetfoaijan 


GB 


United Kingdom 


MC 


Monaco 


TD 


Chad 


BA 


Bosnia and Heizegovina 


GB 


Oen;^ 


MD 


RqwbBc of Moldova 


TG 


Tbgo 


BB 


Bail)ados 


GH 


Oiiana 


MG 


Madagascar 


TJ 


Tajikistan 


BE 


Belgium 


GN 


Guinea 


MK 


Hie fonner Yugoslav 


TM 




BF 


Buridna Paso 


GR 


Greepe 




Republic of Macedonia 


TR 


Turio^ 


BG 


Bulgaria 


HU 


Hongaiy 


NfL 


MaU 


TT 


Trinidad and T6b«go 


BJ 


Benin 


IE 


Ireland 


MN 


Mongolia 


UA 


Ukraine 


BR 


Brazil 


IL 


Israel 


MR 


Mauritania 


UG 


Uganda 


BY 


Bclanis 


IS 


Iceland 


MW 


Malawi 


US 


United Stales of America 


CA 




IT 


Italy 


MX 


Mexico 


uz 




CF 


Centra] Afncan Republic 


JP 




NB 


Niger 


VN 


Viet Nam 


CG 


Cocgo 


KE 


Kenya. 


NL 


Neifaeriands 


YU 


Yugoslavia 


CH 


Switzcfland 


KG 


Kyigyzsian 


NO 


Norway 


ZW 


Zimbabwe 


a 


Cdte d'lvoire 


KP 


DemoQBtic People's 


NZ 


New Zealand 






CM 


Cameroon 




Republic of Koiea 


PL 


Poland 






C3^ 


China 


KR 


Republic of Korea 


PT 


Portugal 






CU 


Cuba 


KZ 


Kazakstan 


RO 


Romania 






CZ 


Czech Repablic 


LC 


Saint Lucia 


RU 


Russian Federation 






DE 


Gcnnany 


U 


Liechtenstein 


SD 


Sudan 






DK 


Denmark 


LK 


SiiLaolca 


SE 


Sweden 






EE 


Estonia 


LR 


Liberia 


SG 


Singapore 







wo 99/05633 



PCT/US98/15579 



5 

AUTOMATED CREDIT CARD PAYMENT SYSTEM 



10 The present application claims the benefit of prior provisional application 

Serial No. 60/053,740, filed July 25, 1997, in the name of Danial A. Kern, entitled 
"Consolidated Credit Card Payment System/* 

15 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to computerized billing and payment systems. In 
particular, the invention relates to an automated credit card payment system that matches 
20 names of customers with credit card account information consolidated firom multiple credit 
card issuers and selects a credit card for a given customer for use in paying bills, invoices and 
other obligations. 
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Most companies that provide continual services can automatically bill their 
customers on a regular basis. To increase customer retention, as well as reliability in 
payments, and also to avoid the need for repeated billings of past due accounts, companies 
increasingly offer customers the option of making payments through the customer's credit 
5 card. However, the need for customers to retrieve the credit card they wish to use, coupled 
with the customer's percq)tion (hat writing their credit card account number on a bill and 
mailing it is not secure, hinders many customers from taking advantage of this convenient 
payment method. 

This problem is particularly pronounced in the case of pubhshers and 
10 subscribers in that publishers have additional difficulties in continually renewing their 
customs: subscriptions. This is because a subscription constitutes an agreement to receive a 
product or service for a specified period of time. At the end of the subscription period, the 
subscriber must afEumatively renew its subscription and the publisher must continually 
remind the subscriber to do so. 
IS This arrangement serioiisly compromises a publisher's ability to retain its 

customers. Typically, publishers send each customer as many as seven or more renewal 
notices, which often begin soon after the consume has placed his initial subscription. If a 
customer agrees to renew a subscription, the publisher must then start the billing process. 
This process requires the publisher to incur additional costs and leaves the pubUsher 
20 vulnerable to bad debt &om customers who renew and receive the subscription, but do not 
remit payment 

When customers accept a subscription or other purchase solicitation, they are 
generally offered three billing options: (1) payment by cash, check, or money order included 

2 
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with the acceptance; (2) payment collected fix>m the customer by billkg at a later date; and 
(3) payment by credit card. Customers most often request to be billed later. Whether it be 
security concems or other impediments, such as the inconvenience of finding their credit card 
account information, a very small proportion of subscribers (e.g., 5% or less) pay for their 
S subscriptions with •:redit cards. 

Another difficulty with &e use of credit cards for automated payment is that 
most companies and pubUshers do not have access to customers' credit card account 
information. Although a company could enter into an agreement with an individual credit 
card issuer to obtain access to that issuer^s accounts, it would need to enter into many such 

10 agreonCTts with a large nimiber of issuers in order to obtain account information for each of 
its customers or potential customers. For example, nationwide over one thousand financial 
institutions issue VISA and MASTERCARD credit cards, hundreds of institutions issue their 
own private label credit cards (e.g., retails and oil companies), and several major financial 
services companies issue credit cards as well (e.g., American Express and Discover). Each of 

IS these approximately one thousand institutions has independentiy acquired its own card 
members and thus owns and maintains its own credit card account information file. 

The difficulty presented by this scenario is represented diagrammatically in 
Fig. 1. As shown in the drawing, for pubUshers to have access to credit card account 
information, each of a large number of credit card issuers would need to provide its credit 

20 card account information to each of a large mmiber of publishers. Aside fit>m being 
logistically difficult, exposing credit card account information to many third parties is an 
unacceptable security risk. Additionally, each pubUsher would need to obtain credit card 
account information separately fi-om each issuer in order to obtain credit card information for 
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each of its subscribers or customers. It is logistically and economically prohibitive fof each 
publisher to individually match its customer information with each credit card issuer's list of 
credit card account information. As a result, it is difficult, if not impossible, for pubUshers or 
o&er companies to take advantage of the convmience and reliability of automated credit card 
5 billing. 

Thus, there is a need for a syst^ that provides con^anies the ability to 
efficiently match a customCT*s billing information with that customer's credit card account 
information to allow for convenient billing, while preserving the customer's security and 
privacy interests. 

10 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is for a system and related method for payment of 
subscription fees or other payments which compares a payee's database of subscribers, 

IS customers, potential customers, prospects, or accounts receivables, sometimes referred to 
herein collectively as "customers", either with a consolidated database of credit card account 
information or with a plurality of non-consolidated databases of credit card account 
information, or with a combination of the two types. Other financial account information 
may be used to make the payments, including bank card account nimibers, checking account 

20 numbers, and virtual cash account numbers, such as those provided for commercial 
transactions over the Intemet. 

The system matches customer information contained in the payee database 
with the credit card account information contained in the one or more credit card databases 
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and selects, on a pro rata basis or otherwise, which one or more credit card accounts to use in 
the solicitation or billing of a customer when the customer is a holder of more than one credit 
card account. One or multiple credit card numbers may be selected for presentation to the 
customer. 

5 The credit card account or accounts selected are provided to the payee for 

inclusion on a commercial communication, such as a payment stub, renewal fomi, invoice, or 
other marketing material soliciting payment or subscription. Optionally, the payee need not 
know the particular credit card account or number being used. For example, a commercial 
commmiication may indicate the issuer of the card or financial account and a particular credit 

10 card or financial account for the customer to bill to, but include the accoimt number only in 
encrypted fom, thus offering security and privacy to the consumer. 

The customer can indicate his approval to use the credit card number provided 
in encrypted form and thus does not have to provide the information himself when paying by 
credit card. The payee collects the invoices or other offers with the indication or 

IS authorization of payment fi:om the credit card account and, optionally, submits it to a service 
bureau which decrypts the credit card account number and processes billing to the selected 
credit card account number. This helps preserve the customer's privacy in its credit caid and 
related information. 

As shown in Fig. 2, the system of the present invention serves as an 
20 intermediary between a large number of issuers and a large number of publishers. As shown 
in the drawing, issuers provide their account information lists to the central account 
management and consolidation system of the present invention, which in turn receives 
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customer infoimation fiom publishers, and matches and selects credit card infomiation to 
provide to the publishers, as described above. 

In some embodiments, the system includes a memory device which stores a 
consolidated multiple credit card account information list, or a master credit card account list, 
S which includes credit card account information from multiple credit card issuers. A computer 
system or other processmg unit matches customer names from the master credit card account 
list to a database of a payee's customer information in order to associate a credit card account 
number with a selected member of the customer database. The computer system selects one 
or more specific associated credit card numbers when more than one credit card number 

10 matches the selected member of the payee's customer database. If not previously encrypted, 
the associated credit card munber is encrypted and provided to the payee for inclusion on the 
customer's commercial communication, such as a bill, payment stub, renewal form or 
invoice, which is then sent to the customer. After authorization by the customer, the system 
may also decrypt the encrypted credit card number for processing payment to the payee from 

15 the selected credit card account of the customer. 

Alternatively, in lieu of including a master consolidated database of credit card 
accoimt information, the system may include a pluraUty of databases of credit card account 
information and a means for searching the various databases to locate a customer's credit card 
account information. The various credit card account information databases may include 

20 databases of individual issuers and/or partially consolidated databases containing information 
from a mmiber of credit card issuers. 

A method in accordance with one embodiment of the invention includes the 
steps of consolidating multiple credit card accoimt information lists from multiple credit card 

6 
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issaers into a master credit card account list, receiving a payee's customer database, and 
matching names from the master credit card account Ust and the payee's database to associate 
at least one credit card account number for each customer in the payee's customer database. 
Jn accordance with desired selection rules, one or more of the matching credit card numbers is 
5 selected, if more than one credit card account number is found for a particular customer. The 
selected credit card number is encrypted, or may be provided already encrypted in the credit 
card databases. The encrypted credit card number or numbers are provided to the payee for 
inclusion on the payee's commercial communication to the customer, ttius providing the 
customer with a means for authorizing payment for purchase to the associated credit card 

10 number. Payment for the purchase is processed and made to the payee from the credit card 
account of the authorizing member. 

Alternatively, instead of consolidating multiple oredit card account 
infomiation from a number of credit card issuers into a single master credit card account 
database or Ust, the method may include consolidating some subset of credit card account lists 

15 into partially consolidated lists and searching a plurality of such Usts as well as lists fix)m 
individual credit card issuers in order to associate at least one credit card account number for 
each customs in the payee's customer database, or searching a plurality of individual credit 
card accoimt lists provided by different issuers. 

20 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

For a fuller undmtanding of the invention, reference is made to the following 
description taken in connection with die accompanying drawings, in which: 
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Fig. 1 is a block diagram illustrating the problems encountered in matching a 
large number of card issuers to a large number of publishers in an automated payment system; 

Fig. 2 is a block diagram illustrating the use of the present invention in 
efficiently matching a large number of credit card issuers to a large number of publishers in 
S an automated payment system; 

Fig. 3 is a block diagram of a preferred embodiment of an apparatus for 
carrying out the automated credit card payment method and system of the present invention; 

Fig. 4 is a flow chart illustrating the use of the a^aratus of Fig. 3; 

Fig. 5 is a block diagram of an alternative embodiment of the automated credit 
1 0 card payment system of the present invention; 

Fig. 6 is a block diagram of an automated credit card payment system used for 
publishers in accordance with one preferred embodiment of the invention; and 

Fig. 7 is a flow chart illustrating the use of die system of Fig. 6 

15 DETAII£I>DESCRIPnON OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

Preferred embodiments of the invention are now described with reference to 
the drawings. Referring to Fig. 3, an automatic payment system SO according to one 
embodiment of the present invention is shown. The system 50 may be operated by a 
company, such as a service bureau, and includes a database consolidation and sorting 
20 subsystem 55, a master credit card database 57, an identifier matching and selecting 
subsystem 59, and an optional credit card account number encryption subsystem 53. 

The automatic payment sj^tem 50 is used in conjunction with n number of 
credit card issuers 60 to 60n. Each of the n credit card issuers 60 maintains on a computer 



wo 99/05633 PCT/US98/15579 
system its own credit card infonnation list 66 to 66n in accordance with one of a number of 
conventional format types known to those of skill in the art These credit card information 
lists 66 typically contain account holder identification data, such as the name and address of 
each account holder, as well as die associated credit card number, name of financial 
S institution, and demographic information pertaining to each card holder. One skilled in the 
art will recognize that although the preferred embodimmts are described with reference to the 
use of credit cards, other financial account information or devices, such as smart cards, bank 
cards, checkiog accounts, and virtual payment accounts used for Internet and other on-line 
commercial transactions, may be used. 

10 The automated payment system 50 receives credit card infonnation lists 66 

over a transmission medium 68 fix)m the n credit card issuers 60. This transfer of information 
over medium 68 may be achieved by modem, high speed data lines, the Internet, or the 
physical transfer of storage media, such as tapes or disks. This transfer is authorized by 
contractual relationships and may include financial incentives. In order to increase the 

IS likelihood of locating customer credit card information, it is preferable to include the credit 
card account information from as many credit card issuers as possible. The database 
consolidation and sorting subsystem SS, which may be in the form of a programmed 
computer system, sorts and consolidates the credit card infonnation 66 to 66n provided by the 
credit card issuers 60 to 60n, and the sorted and consoUdated data is then stored in the master 

20 credit card information database 57. This database may reside on a mass storage unit of the 
computer system. 

' The automated payment system 50 is used to provide credit card account 
information to one or more of m number of payees 70 to 70m. Each of the m payees maintains 
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on 'a computer its own list 76 of customer information. These lists 76 to 76m include 
customer identification data such as names and addresses of customers or additional 
information, such as social security numbers and demographic information. The automatic 
payment system 50 receives the customer identification data fiom a given payee 70x, and the 
5 matching and selecting subsystem 59 compares the customer identification data supplied by 
payee 70x with the records m the master credit card information database 57 to locate 
matching credit card holder identification data. The matching and selecting subsystem 59 
may be in the form of a preprogrammed computer system which is either the same as the one 
used for Ae database consolidation and sorting subsystem 55, or separate therefix)m. The 

10 process of matching customers from a payee database to credit card account holders in the 
matching and selecting subsystmi 59 proceeds in accordance with its program, which may 
include conventional matching algorithms as known to those of skill in the art 

If more than one credit card holder identifier matches a given customer (i.e., 
the customer has more than one credit card fi-om different issuers), one or more of the 

15 matching credit card identifiers is selected by the matching and selecting subsystem 59. This 
selection proceeds in accordance with certain selection rules. As a simple rule used in one 
embodiment, the selected credit card is the one issued by the issuer having the most credit 
cards in the database, i.e., the most "popular** or predominant credit card. Alternatively, the 
selection is made on a pro rata basis or other algorithm based on the total number of credit 

20 card accounts for each issuer in relation to the number of credit card accounts for the other 
issuers and the total number of credit card accounts in the master credit card database 57. 
Thus, for example, a credit card issuer which accounts, for example, for 25% of the total 
number of credit card accounts in the consoUdated database will have its associated credit 
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card account selected 25% of the time for customers who have multiple credit card nlimber 
accounts including that issuer. Yet another method of selecting one associated credit card 
account number from more than one matching associated credit card accoimt is to compare 
the selected associated credit card account numbers with credit card usage information to 
5 determine the customer's primary credit card, based on amount of use, and selecting the 
customer's most often used credit card. Another method of selecting an account may take 
into consideration the fees associated with financial transactions and select the financial 
institution that charges the lowest fees. Alternatively, the selection process may take into 
account historical data and select the financial institution that yields tiie best results or success 
10 for a particular payee. 

In alternative embodiments, more than one credit card, or all of the credit 
cards, may be selected for inclusion on a commercial communication, and the customer given 
the option of selecting which one of the cards is to be used for making payment. In this 
embodiment, all matching credit card account numbers may be selected and presented to the 
IS customer. The selected credit card accounts and encrypted account numbers may be 
presented to the customer m a list with a check box, such as in the following form: 
Choose the card with which you wish to pay: 

□ CITIBANK VISA XOXOXOXOXO 

□ DISCOVER OXOXOXOXOXO 

□ AMERICAN EXPRESS XOXOXOXOXO 

Placing the encrypted credit card information on the conmiercial 
communication helps to inform the customer that the actual (i.e., unencrypted) credit card 
number need not be written on the communication by the customer. 

11 
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The selected credit card account number or numbers which are to be included 
on a commercial communication are then encrypted by a credit card account number 
encryption subsystem 53. The particular method of encryption may include a finder number, 
record locator, some form of high level encryption, or any other encryption technique. While 
5 encryption is an element of the preferred embodiment, the method of encryption may be any 
method which achieves adequate security and the specific method of encryption does not 
constitute a material element of the system and method set forth herein. Moreover, credit 
card information may be encrypted and provided in encrypted form fix>m the credit card 
issuers 60 before being stored in the master credit card information database. 

10 Fig. 4 illustrates the use of ttie encrypted credit card information. For each 

customer in a payee's customer information database 76, the encrypted credit card account 
number associated with the customer is provided by payee 70x to the customer (step 80) as 
part of the communication to the customer &om payee 70x. At step 90, the customer decides 
whether to authorize payment by credit card. This authorization step may also include 

15 selecting which credit card to use if the customer is pres«ited with more than one. If the 
customer authorizes such payment and returns the commercial coirmixmication to the payee or 
oth&c payment processing entity, the encrypted credit card account number is decrypted at step 
100. The oicrypted numb^ may be sent by the system 50 to the credit card issuer for 
decryption and/or payment processing. The decrypted credit card account number is then 

20 used to process payment to payee (step 110) and payment is made to the particular payee, 
along with any required payments for use of the system in handling the transaction. If the 
customer 90 does not authorize payment, steps 100 and 1 10 are simply not performed. 
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It should be understood that elements of the system and method of ttie present 
invention described h^ein may be modified in keeping with the intended scope of the 
invention. For example, the consolidated credit card account database has been described as 
containing account information from multiple credit card account issuers. However, the 
5 payee's customer information may alternatively be matched serially against multiple 
databases, including individual credit card issuers' credit card account databases and/or one 
or more consolidated database Each consolidated database representssome number of credit 
card issuers which is a subset of all the issuers. 

Fig. 5 shows an alternative embodiment of an automated payment system 50' 
10 according to the present invention. The system 50' of this alternative embodiment includes a 
serial matching subsystem 59' and a selection subsystem 59". The serial matching 
subsystem compares customer identification data, received over transmission medium 69 
from one or more customer databases 76 of a given payee 70, to a number of credit card 
databases 66 of a number of issuers 60. The serial matching subsystem may also compare the 
15 customer identification data wifli a consolidated database 58 containing information 
consolidated Scorn a hmited niunber of issuers 60, in this case, issuers 3 and 4. The serial 
matching subsj^tem locates matches of the payee's customer identification data with account 
holder identification data contained in the individual and partially consolidated databases 66 
and 58, as discussed above. Once a set of matching credit card account numbers is located, a 
20 selection subsystem 59" selects one or more of the account niunbers, in accordance with the 
selection rules discussed above. 

Alternatively, if a match for a customer is found in the first credit card issuer 
database, an associated credit card mmiber can be selected for that customer and that 
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customer need not be n£atched against subsequent credit card account issuer databases! This 
substantially reduces the comparison time and processing requiremeuts. However, if it is 
desired to select a single credit card account from all of the matching associated credit card 
numbCTS for each customer, that customer is matched against die databases of each of the 
5 credit card issuers in order, and one of the matching credit card account numbers is selected, 
again using the selection criteria discussed above. 

As can be understood from the description of the present invention, the present 
invention provides a number of benefits to customers (credit card users), credit card issuers, 
and payees. Benefits to payees include higher retention rates, less bad debt, savings on 

10 mailing expense, and better customer relationships. Benefits for the credit card issuer include 
more activity or credit card usage, higher retention rates, and increased fee income. Benefits 
for the customer include convenience, privacy, and efBciency. 

Additionally, the system and method of the present invention may be used by a 
wide variety of businesses and industries which involve some kind of billing and payment 

IS process, including publish^ of periodicals, book clubs, cable television providers, cellular 
telephone companies, providers of consumer goods, hotel loyalty programs, newspaper 
publish^, on-line services, record clubs, rental car loyalty programs, and utilities. 

An additional benefit provided by the present invention is the security and 
privacy for consumers who desire that information regarding their credit card accounts not be 

20 easily deteraiined. Therefore, in accordance with the preferred embodiment of die invention 
herein, a centralized organization or company is the only party, aside firom the credit card 
issuers and the consumers, that has access to the specific credit card account information. It 
should be understood that the fiuictions p^ormed by the central organization may actually be 

14 
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divided between separate entities. For example, one entity may perform processing, while 
another entity perfomis encryption/decryption. As described above, only encrypted credit 
card accoimt information is provided to the payees; however, it is within the scope of the 
present invention to provide a system in which credit card numbers are provided to payees 
5 directly, and the payee or other company encrypts such credit caid information for use in its 
billing materials. In such a case, once the payee receives the customer's approval for 
charging the credit card, it can proceed to decrypt and process the payment from the credit 
card issuer directly 

Referring now to Fig. 6, therein is shown a block diagram of an embodiment 
10 of the automated credit card payment system of the present invention as appUed to publishers. 
Jn this arrangement, multiple publishers 150 use a fiilfilhnent house 152 and a service bureau 
154 employing the system of the present invention to deal with multiple credit card account 
databases 156, one or more of which may be partially consolidated databases as explained 
above. More than one fiilfilhnent house 152 may be utilized to serve the various pubHshers 
15 and/or groups of publishers, or one fulfiUment house 152 may be used for each publisher 150. 
Publishers 150 provide the fulfillment house 152 with each of their subscriber files 158 and 
outside lists 160 (Le., Usts of prospective customers). The service bureau 154 uses the system 
of tiie present uivention to match the names on the publish^' subscriber files 158 and 
outside Usts 160 with associated credit card information. This card informationhas been 
20 consolidated by the service bureau 1 54 from multiple credit card issuers 1 56 and is stored in a 
master credit card file. Alternatively, this credit card information can be accessed serially 
from databases of the multiple credit card issuers. 
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After matching the publishers' subscriber files 158 and outside lists 160 with 
associated credit card information, the service bureau encrypts flie matching credit card 
account numbers (block 162) and provides them to the fulfilhnent house 1S2. The use of the 
located credit card information is shown in the flow chart of Fig. 7, where fulfillment house 
152 uses the encrypted credit card account information in marketing, billing and/or renewal 
efforts (step 164), such as by placing encrypted credit card account numbers on commercial 
communications, including renewal notices to subscribers. At step 165, customers authorize 
the use of their credit card, and optionally select which credit card to use if more dian one is 
presented to the customer. 

When subscribers place orders using the encrypted credit card account 
information on the commercial communication, the orders are collected and the encrypted 
number entered and consolidated into a consoUdated order file (step 166). The encrypted 
account nimibers in the consolidated order file are then decrypted (step 170) and payments to 
the publishers are processed {step 1 72). 

While several forms of the invention have been described, it will be parent 
to those skilled in the art that various modifications and improvements may be made without 
departing fix)m the spirit and scope of the invention. 
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1 " 1. A method for* facilitating payment fiom a customer's financial account 

2 to a payee» comprising the following steps: 

3 compiling in a first memory financial account information databases 

4 fix>m a plurality of financial institutions; 

5 receiving and storing in a second memory a list of customers firom at 

6 least one payee; 

7 searching said financial account information databases for each 
g customer on said list to locate corresponding customer financial account information; and 

9 providing said corresponding customer financial account infomiation 

10 to said payee. 

1 2. The method of claim 1, finther comprising the following steps: 

2 providing said corresponding customer financial account information on a 

3 communication fix>m said payee to said customer; and 

4 said customer authorizing payment to said payee fix>m said corresponding 

5 financial account and returning said communication to said payee. 

1 3. The method of claim 1, wherein said searching step includes the step of 

2 s^ally searching a plurality of financial account information databases. 

1 4. The method of claim 1, fiurther comprising the step of consolidating a 

2 plurality of financial account information databases into a single consolidated financial 
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account infoimadon database and wherein said searching step includes the step of searching 
said consolidated database. 



1 5. The method of claim 1, wherein said corresponding customer financial 

2 account information includes information concerning a plurality of customer financial 

3 accounts. 

1 6. The method of claim 5, wherein the information concerning said 

-\ 

2 plurahty of customer financial accounts is provided to said payee. 



1 7. The method of claim 5, fiirther comprising the step of selecting a 

2 subset of one or more financial accounts finom among said pliu'ality of customer financial 

3 accounts. 



1 8. The method of claim 7, wherein said selecting stq) includes at least 

2 one of the steps of selecting the customer's most often used financial account, selecting the 

3 customer's financial account with the financial institution that charges the lowest fees, and 

4 selecting the customer's financial account with the financial institution having the best 

5 historical success rate. 



1 9. The method of claim 7, wherein said selecting step selects the 

2 customer's financial account with the financial institution having the largest number of 

3 fmancial accounts. 
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1 - 10. The method of claim 7, wherein said selecting step selects the 

2 customer's financial account using an algorithm which takes into account tfie relative niunber 

3 of financial accounts of said plurality of financial institutions. 

1 11. The method of claim 2» further comprising the following steps: 

2 enci>pting said conesponding customer financial account information 

3 prior to providing it to said payee; and 

4 decrypting said corresponding customer financial account information 

5 after said customer authorization and return to said payee. 

1 12. The method of claim 1, wherein said financial account corresponds to 

2 one of a credit card, smart card, bank card, checking account and virtual payment account 

1 13. A method for facilitating payment fiom a subscriber's financial 

2 account to a publisher, comprising the following steps: 

3 compiling financial account information databases in a first memory 

4 torn a plurality of financial institutions; 

5 receiving and storing at a second memory at a fulfillment house, 

6 subscriber files fix)m a plurality of publishers; 

7 earching said financial account information databases for each 

8 subscriber in said files to locate corresponding subscriber financial account information; 

9 encrypting said corresponding subscriber financial account 
10 information; 
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11 providing said encrypted coiresponding subscriber financial account 

12 information to said fulfillment house for use in maiketing or renewal efforts; 

13 obtaining subscriber authorization for using said corresponding 

14 subscriber financial account; and 

15 decrypting said corresponding subscriber financial account and 

16 effecting payment to one of said publishers. 

1 14. The method of claim 13, further comprising the step of consolidating 

2 subscriber authorizations into a consolidated order file. 

1 IS. A system for facihtating payment fix>m a customer's financial account 

2 to a payee, said system including a programmed computer and comprising: 

3 a financial accoimt compiler which compiles in a first memory 

4 financial account information databases fi^om a plurality of financial institutions; 

5 a memory subsystem for receiving and storing a list of customers fiom 

6 at least one payee; 

7 a search subsystem which for each customer on said Ust, searches said 

8 financial account information databases to locate corresponding customer financial account 

9 information; and 

10 an interface which provides said corresponding customer financial 

1 1 accoimt information to said payee. 

1 16. The system ofclaim 15, further comprising: 
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2 a communication subsystem which provides said corresponding customer 

3 financial account information on a communication from said payee to said customer; and 

4 a processing unit which receives customer authorization of payment to said 

5 payee firom said corresponding financial account after return of said communication to said 

6 payee. 

1 17. The system of claim 15, wherein said search subsystem serially 

2 searches a plurality of financial account information databases. 

1 18. The system of claim 15, furtiier comprising a database consolidator 

2 which consolidates a plurality of financial accoimt information databases into a single 

3 consolidated financial account information database and wherein said search subsystem 

4 searches said consolidated database. 

1 . 19. The system of claim 1 5, wherein said corresponding customer financial 

2 account information includes information concerning a plurality of customer financial 

3 accounts. 

1 20. The system of claim 19, wherein the information concerning said 

2 plurality of customs financial accounts is provided to said payee. 
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1 21. The system of claim 19, further comprising a database selector which 

2 selects a subset of one or more financial accounts from among said plurality of customer 

3 financial accounts. 

1 22. The system of claim 21, wherein said database selector selects a 

2 customer's financid account dependent on at least one of: the customer's rate of relative 

3 usage of financial accounts, the fees charged by the financial institutions for the customer's 

4 financial accounts, and the historical success rates for the financial institutions for the 

5 customer's fmancial accounts. 



1 23. The system of claim 21, wherein said database selector selects the 

2 customer's financial account with the financial institution having the largest number of 

3 financial accounts. 

1 24. The system of claim 21, wherein said database selector selects the 



2 customer's financial account using an algorithm which takes into account the relative nimiber 

3 of financial accounts of said plurality of financial institutions. 



1 25 . The system of claim 1 6, fiirther comprising: 

2 an encryption subsystem which encrypts said corresponding customer 

3 financial account information prior to providing it to said payee; and 

4 a decryption subsystem which decrypts said corresponding customer 

5 financial account infonnation after said customer authorization and return to said payee. 
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1 - 26. The system of claim IS, wherein said financial account corresponds to 

2 one of a credit card, smart card, bank card, checking accomit, and virtual payment account. 

1 27. A system for facilitating payment from a subscriber's financial account 

2 to a publisher, said system comprising: 

3 a financial account compiler which compiles in a first memory 

4 financial accoimt information databases firom a plurality of financial institutions; 

5 a memory subsystem for receiving fix)m a fiilfilhnent house, subscriber 

6 files fi*om a plurality of publishers; 

7 a search subsystem which searches said financial account information 

8 databases for each subscriber in said files to locate corresponding subscriber financial account 

9 information; 

10 an encryption subsystem which encrypts said corresponding subscriber 

1 1 financial account information; 

12 an interface which provides said encrypted corresponding subscriber 

13 financial account information to said fiilfillment house for use in marketing or renewal 

14 efiforts; 

15 a processing imit which receives subscriber authorization for using said 

16 corresponding subscriber financial accotmt; and 

17 a decryption subsystem which decrypts said corresponding subscriber 

1 8 financial account and effecting payment to one of said publishers. 
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28. The system of claim 27, further comprising a consohdation unit which 
consolidates subscriber authorizations into a consolidated order file. 
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